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The Science and Technology Centers-Integrative Partnerships (STC) program is among the largest funding programs at the U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF), receiving a significant fraction of the NSF’s investment in center-level programs; its estimated budget for FY2010 was $57.77M. Although there are six other center-level programs at the NSF, what makes the STC program unique is that rather being housed at and administered from a single research directorates, the STC program spans the entire spectrum of directorates across the Foundation. 

This paper presents the performance and policy questions raised in a recent review of the STC program by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). Specifically, the AAAS study assessed of the value added in each of five objectives of the STC program: research, education, diversity, knowledge transfer and integrative partnerships. The AAAS review analyzed the work of the 17 centers funded in three cohorts: 2000, 2002, 2005-06. It is the first evaluation of the STC program since 1995. Several sources of evidence were employed by the research team to triangulate the findings. These ranged from self-reported accomplishments by the centers to primary data collected from site visits and surveys. The presentation here will focus on the study’s exploration of the knowledge transfer objective of the STCs, with respect to its mechanisms, value-added and contributions to human and structural capacity building to promote excellence in science and engineering.

The AAAS study found that the modes used by STCs for knowledge transfer ran the gamut—from the traditional dissemination of information through publications and presentations to regional economic development through technological innovation and translation to creation of institutional fields of knowledge through new journals, degree programs, and conferences. These activities were usually built upon existing, new, or fluid partnerships with federal laboratories, industry, non-governmental organizations, academic institutions, museums, etc. In this sense, the STCs leveraged extant organizational and institutional capacity to broaden their reach and affect outcomes. STCs served as focal points, cross-pollinators, and knowledge brokers for effective knowledge transfer within their research communities and beyond, in turn impacting local communities, and influencing regional as well as national policies. Therefore, they enhanced their own knowledge capital while in parallel developing the capacity of relevant constituents for technical expertise and decision-making. Participating faculty and students viewed their involvements in the knowledge transfer component of STCs as a net benefit. Furthermore, the AAAS study concluded that students represented both a product and a conduit for knowledge transfer of STCs. As such, one of the strongest aspects of the STCs was their ability to develop and strengthen the capacity of the scientific workforce.

Overall, the review established that for over two decades, the NSF’s STC mode of funding has been an effective and distinctive mechanism for addressing societal challenges and emerging problems in science and engineering, while building and expanding the infrastructure and human capacity in these scientific fields. The distinct cross-directorate design of STC has served NSF well in spawning centers that are collaborative in nature, truly integrative of science and technology, and effective in augmenting several facets of the scientific enterprise.  

The STC program engendered research, education, diversity and knowledge transfer capacity by funding new centers. It remains to be seen how much the success of the centers in strengthening infrastructural capacity rested on the underlying pre-existing partnerships? Another question is how the STCs (especially after their funding ends), as well as NSF, can build upon the successful and unique ways in which individual centers approached and accomplished knowledge transfer? The AAAS review establishes that in designing and implementing a uniquely comprehensive program like the STC, the Foundation was in fact ahead of its time in envisioning and supporting the conduct of scientific endeavor. The study leaves us with further policy questions for capacity-building that are manifold and broadly applicable to other funding agencies, such as whether the STC mode of funding is a good model for other federal agencies? Are certain scientific fields more responsive to a center-level funding mechanisms, and if so, what are the key predictors of a center’s success? 



